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Enok Mortensen as Preacher
by THORVALO HANSEN
Unless one were aware of it, one would not be likely to
guess that Enok Mortensen was an immigrant. Even when
one was aware of it, one tended to forget the fact. In his
speaking and in his writing, Mortensen did not portray the
usual marks of a Danish immigrant. His pronunciation of
English was flawless and he was no stranger to English
grammar. He was as much at home in one language as the
other and he was as much a part of America as he was of his
native Denmark.
If this fact was unusual, even more unusual was the
difference between the boy and the man. When we are
acquainted with people as adults and know nothing of their
childhood we perhaps tend to think that their childhood
prepared them for their role as adults. It can be argued that
this is true but, true or not, it is not always obvious. In Enok
Mortensen's case it certainly was not obvious. To read A
Danish Boyhood, in which Mortensen wrote of his childhood and youth in Denmark, its like meeting an entirely
different person. To know that this boy, with a limited
educational background and out of a pious, fundamentalist
home, not only would become one of the foremost preachers
among Danes in America but be oriented toward liberalism
and Grundtvigianism, almost defies logic. Add to this the
fact that he became an authority on Danish immigration as
well as an accomplished writer, one must conclude that here
was a man who made every effort to realize his potential.
That he did so did not bring fame or fortune to him, nor was
he interested in such, but it brought to a host of others a
better understanding and an apprecation of life. This was
especially true of Mortensen in his role as a preacher.
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Enok Mortensen thought of himself primarily as a writer
and, indeed, the words that he wanted carved on his tombstone are: "writer, preacher, teacher," in that order. It is
clear from his book, Schools for Life, that following his
experience at Nysted Folk School, in Nebraska, the desire to
become a folk school teacher was very strong. In the years
following that experience he did some folk school teaching
but it was soon clear to him that the folk school, as it was
conducted in America, was not a viable institution and its
future was limited. It was probably this realization that
brought him to Grand View College and the Seminary there.
Preaching is closely related to teaching and, given his
Christian conviction, it was perfectly reasonable that, for
him, the pulpit should take the place of the teacher's
rostrum. However, in the years that followed, he never
abandoned the latter completely. It is therefore somewhat
ironic that it was through a medium that was not his first
choice that Enok Mortensen was able to bring so much to so
many.
According to records which he compiled, Enok Mortensen did not attend the Seminary at Grand View College for
more than two years, 1924-26. He then spent a brief period
at the University of Minnesota, taught at the folk schools at
Tyler, Minnesota (1926-29), and Solvang, California (192728), traveled in Japan, Russia, and Denmark, and was
ordained into the ministry on April 7, 1929. Much later,
while he was serving the congregation at Salinas, California,
he attended the Pacific School of Religion. He spoke very
highly of this latter experience which took place during the
school year 1941-42.
Enok Mortensen's ordination took place at St. Stephen's
Lutheran Church in Chicago. He was ordained by Pastor
Peder Kj0lhede, his wife's grandfather. Less than a year
before, Enok Mortensen married Nanna Rodholm, whose
father, Pastor S. D. Rodholm, had been president of the
Synod during the early twenties and was now president of
Grand View College and a professor in the Seminary.
Enok Mortensen's career as a pastor may be briefly
stated. During his 33 years of active service in the church he
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served four parishes. From 1929 to 1936 he was pastor at St.
Stephen 's Lutheran Church in Chicago. He left Chicago in
1936 to accept the call at the Salinas-Watsonville parish in
California. He served there until 1943 when he was called to
the Danebod Lutheran Church in Tyler, Minnesota. In Tyler
he experienced his longest period of service, remaining there
for 18 years. He then moved to Des Moines, Iowa, where he
was pastor from 1961 until his retirement in 1967. Following
his retirement he served for two brief periods as the pastor of
the church located at Askov Folk School in Denmark. The
citing of these facts, however , does not begin to tell the story
of his accomplishments during those years. Those accomplishments are many and varied and embrace writing and
teaching as well as serving as a pastor.
A pastor has a variety of responsibilities and duties and
must be able to meet many demands on time and abilities.
Visits must be made to parishioners who are ill or have
suffered a loss; there are calls that must be made concerning
the affairs of the church; and there are social obligations.
Mortensen
fulfilled the responsibilities
expected of a
pastor-including
social obligations , although this was not
his forte. He was not given to small talk. He faithfully called
upon the sick and the infirm although this, too, was difficult
for him- "but perhaps he was good at it ," Nanna Mortensen
says , "because he always let the other person talk. " He
rejoiced in the joy of others and he shared in their sorrows.
One individual has said of Mortensen,
"He was very
approachable and nonintimidating to all members, including
those vvho were marginal in their church involvement. "
One of the most common questions that some members
of a congregation raise regarding a pastor is vvhether or not
"he is good v\'ith the young people. " Enok Mortensen did
have a vvay ¼'ith young people . He did not impose the
church upon them. Instead , he sought to let them enjoy
themselves under the auspices of the church.
Traditionally , the Danish Lutheran Church in America
placed an emphasis on preaching. With Enok Mortensen ,
preaching was at its best. One former parishioner says of
him , " ... there is no doubt that of all his responsibilities in
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the congregation,
Enok Mortensen 's strongest asset related
to the preaching role. There was style in his preaching, but it
was a style of subdued eloquence-sometimes
poetic but
never flamboyant. " Another says , "He preached in a style
that held the attention of young and old alike. Our children
½7 ere very young ½'hen he served the congregation ... they
\i\'ould take bits and pieces out of the context of the sermon ,
but in the process experienced genuine reinforcement
of
Christian values ... " Another , who was a young person
½'hen she attended Mortensen ' s services , says simply , "Enok
i'v1ortensen made me think. "
Many times while listening to Enok Mortensen preach ,
one might feel that this time the sermon was almost a total
loss only to discover, as the conclusion was reached, a profound point had been made. Nanna Mortensen , who heard
more of his sermons than anyone else , says essentially the
san1e : "There vvas al½·ays a point to Enok 's sermons; they led
some\ ,vhere. Sometimes I vvould wonder what he was going
to make of this but , before I knew it, he had it all tied
together. " Another has said of him , "He was an in-depth
scholar \\·ho exhibited great spiritual maturity and who had
a profound grasp of theological matters. " This was reflected
in his preaching. One \\·ho heard a good many of Mortensen ' s sermons has said , "There ½'as a consistency of content
and substance to his sermons ; he took the mission of the
'spoken \\·ord ' to heart ... His delivery ½"as uniformly quiet
and thou ghtful. " This same person \i\'ent on to say , "Among
the verv best of the funeral sermons ½'hich I can recall are
th ose of Enok ~1ortensen ."
Those \,·horn this \\'riter sought out for comments on
~1ortensen as a preacher seem agreed that he had ½·hat one
calls "a genuine sensitivity to the real needs and sufferings of
the men1bers of his parish .,. Another put essentially this same
thou ght into these \,·ords:
En ok ~1ortensen
appeared
to possess an
uncanny sense of awareness of problems and
issues that \,·ere of concern to members of his
con gre gat io n. Sometimes one had the impression , "~1y God , he 's talking direct ly to me. "
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His analysis and comments on such issues
must have aided and comforted countless
individuals with the resolution of personal
problems.
It is a mark of that spiritual maturity that Enok Mortensen was never dogmatic and did not insult the intelligence of
his people. He knew what he believed but he also knew that
he did not have all the answers and, therefore, could not
demand that others hold the same views. To him, for
example, the Church was important and he in no way
minimized church attendance. He once was quoted as
saying, "I would rather have someone out in a boat fishing
and thinking he should be in church than someone in church
thinking he should be out fishing."
In his preaching, as in his politics, Mortensen was a
liberal and made no apologies for his liberalism. To him, the
church doors should, as someone has said, " ... be high
enough so that people did not have to leave their heads
outside." On the other hand, he was not a rationalist. He
knew that although there is much that can only be perceived
through the eyes of faith, this should not be made an excuse
for avoiding thought. Enok Mortensen never made an
outward display of his faith. He was not given to uttering
platitudes, however pious they might be. Christianity was
too important for that kind of thing.
Sometimes the pastor is referred to as the preacher. It is
perhaps indicative of the fact that the pastor is intimately
associated in many minds with preaching. Ideally, the pastor
is a preacher and, by the same token, the preacher is a
pastor. Enok Mortensen was the embodiment of that ideal.
He was at once a pastor and a preacher; to him the two were
inseparable, and it is perhaps for this reason that he meant so
much to so many. It is for this reason also that his words and
his deeds will be remembered with gratitude for years to
come.
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